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House of Burgess: Black mall 
Santa boycott 


How I wish I were joking about this 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Located in Bloomington, Minnesota, the Mall of America is the nation’s 
largest shopping mall. During the Christmas season, there are two ways for 


children to meet Santa Claus there. 


“The mall offers a free, wait-in-line-with-the-masses Santa, as well as the 
book-an-appointment Santa Experience, which this year added a second 


location,” reported Liz Sawter of the Star Tribune on Thursday. “From 


Thursday to Sunday, by appointment only, Larry Jefferson will greet kiddos 


at the mall while decked as Santa Larry, passing out candy canes.” 


Jefferson is a retired U.S. Army veteran from Irving, Texas who usually 
works the seasonal circuit in Dallas. He was scouted out of more than 1,000 


other Santas during a convention in Branson, Missouri. 


“Hundreds of appointments requesting Jefferson have him booked solid 
Saturday and Sunday,” reported Sawter. “Limited openings remained for 


Friday, and a waitlist was also available.” 


But, some readers were so incensed by Santa Larry they’ve called for a 


boycott of Mall of America. And why, you may ask? 


“Looks like we had to turn comments off on story about Mall of America’s 
first black Santa. Merry Christmas everyone!” wrote Star Tribune editorial 


editor Scott Gillespie on his Twitter account on Thursday. 


Landon Luther, co-owner of the Santa Experience, which has run the 
intimate photo studio at the mall for 10 years, “started a national search 
last spring for a diverse St. Nicholas that kids of color would be able to 


relate to,” reported Sawter. 


How I wish I were joking about this backlash. Where do I start, and where 


do I begin with this? Seriously. 


This is the fight people want to have right now? With all that’s going on the 


world? This? Really? 


And what’s the problem if the mall Santa in 2016 being black, anyway? 
Heaven forbid a child see a revered fictional chracter who isn’t white in a 
positive light. Besides, the story I was always fed was that the mall Santas 
weren't the real Santa Clauses, and they would just be relaying your list up 
the chain of command to the real man in the red suit. (Kids are smart 
enough to see when there’s more than one Santa at the same mall at the 
same time.) So, if you really need your household’s “real” Santa to be white 
for your children for whatever reason, I don’t see how this conflicts with 


that. 


Anyone still upset about this has no sense of historical perspective, for 
another thing. Like any oral tradition, the character of Santa Claus has 
changed composition constantly for centuries, absorbing and morphing all 
the way. Not unlike Easter, Christian and pagan traditions have merged into 
an intricate, ever-changing story. (Remind me what part of the Bible the 


Easter Bunny appears in. Don’t worry, I'll wait.) 


The modern Coca-Cola-style American standard Santa Claus image didn’t 
coalesce until about 100 years ago. Before that, there was the character of 
Father Christmas. Before that, there was the character of Sinterklaas and 
his black-faced helpers, Zwarte Pieten. Before that, there was Saint 


Nicholas. Before that, there was the Germanic god Odin. 


Just because you always remember something a certain way doesn’t mean 
it’s always been that way, or should be. These stories are collective 
millennia-long games of telephone, the details shifting slightly as the old 


generation whispers in the younger’s ear. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune city editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 


via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


